Robinsons on Parallel

Angry Words/Angry Feelings

Anger is a helpful tool rather than something to be avoided.  We see, hear, feel, or remember something that we don’t like or even hate and bingo! Angry feelings start to stir (or explode, depending on how we’ve seen anger expressed by parents or friends).

“Anger is a signal worth listening to,” stated Harriet Lerner in her book, The Dance of Anger, a tool alerting us that something is not working on our lives.  Disrespectfully expressed anger can inspire fear in others, whether at home, in school, in our workplace, or in the community.  This leads many people who are angry to remove themselves from their loved ones or anyone who is afraid of such strong and powerful emotions.  It also leads the fearful ones to move away from those who show their anger in hurtful ways.
Anger is often a sign of deeper emotions such as sadness, depression or fear.  Often anger management classes or counseling can help folks tune in to what happens in their bodies when they start to feel anger.  Skills such as mindfulness (focusing on where we are and who we are with) and self-calming breathing are taught so we can learn more respectful ways of expressing feelings.  These classes are effective in many cases, because folks want to learn how to be kinder to others when they choose to show their angry feelings.  

Knowing that angry feelings and angry words can be expressed in either respectful or disrespectful ways is the first step to gaining control and thoughtfulness when things go wrong in our lives.  The energy that anger brings with it can be used for useful changes in our lives.  Some counselors actually encourage some clients to become more angry, finding this more important than managing anger.  

Francesca G. Giordano, at Northwestern University, found that leaders for social justice often started their work to better humankind when they felt very angry about some injustice imposed on the downtrodden.  The anger brought the energy they needed to change something in the world.  

She also emphasized the importance of separating the emotion of anger from such outcomes as aggression or conflict.  Often when someone is very angry and the reason for the anger is explored, we find that it is a reasonable reaction to unfair and unjust treatment.  Then the energy generated can be used to create action plans to move toward getting things changed.

Some counselor educators recommend that counselors slow down and be good FBI agents to find out the real cause for the decision to show anger.   Early childhood experiences and what we make of them may lead us down a path of mistaken ideas, according to the Individual Psychology of Alfred Adler.  We behave in ways that make sense to us based on those ideas we form in early childhood. Those very mistaken ideas can be rethought, and the idea that we need to lash out in anger will diminish.

Lauren Ostrowski, a Licensed Professional Counselor, teaches her clients that everyone is entitled to be angry if they truly feel that way.  “What matters most is what we do when we are angry and if what we do is safe and healthy for all involved.”
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